
 

 

HALTING U.S. FIREARMS TRAFFICKING TO MEXICO 
 

A REPORT BY SENATORS DIANNE FEINSTEIN, CHARLES SCHUMER 
AND SHELDON WHITEHOUSE 

 
TO THE 

 
UNITED STATES SENATE CAUCUS  

ON  
INTERNATIONAL NARCOTICS CONTROL 

 
ONE HUNDRED TWELFTH CONGRESS 

FIRST SESSION 
 

June 2011 
 

 

Photograph from the Mexican Secretariat of Public Security of firearms recovered by the country’s federal police 

 



 

1 
 

 

Table of Contents 

 
Letter of Transmittal……….…………………………………………………………...………... 2  
 
Findings and Recommendations……………………………………….……….………………... 3 
 
Background…………………………………………………………………………………......... 6 
 
Initiatives to Curb Firearms Trafficking…………………………………………………………. 9 
 
Strengthening U.S. Laws and Regulations………………………………………..……………. 11 
 
Inter-American Convention against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking of Firearms, 
Ammunition, Explosives and Other Related Materials……………………………………...…..16 
 
Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………………….....17 
 
Endnotes…………………………………………………………………………………......…..18 
 
Appendix……………………………………………………………………………………...…20 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 





 

3 
 

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. Finding:  Under federal law, background checks are not required for sales 
by unlicensed sellers at U.S. gun shows, making them a perfect point of 
purchase for traffickers working to arm Mexico’s drug trafficking 
organizations.  In their 2009 report, the Government Accountability Office 
said that since private sales at gun shows require no background checks, the 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) is prevented 
from knowing what percentage of arms trafficked to Mexico come from 
unlicensed sales at gun shows.  

Recommendation:  Congress should pass legislation to require background 
checks for all firearms purchases, including those at gun shows.  

On January 25, 2011, Senator Frank Lautenberg introduced the Gun Show 
Background Check Act of 2011 (S. 35) which would require background 
checks for firearms purchases at gun shows and similar events.  The bill 
does this by requiring that all firearms sales at these events go through 
Federal Firearms Licensees.  S. 35 has twelve co-sponsors: Senators Michael 
Bennett, Barbara Boxer, Richard Durbin, Dianne Feinstein, Kirsten 
Gillibrand, John Kerry, Carl Levin, Robert Menendez, Jack Reed, Charles 
Schumer, Sheldon Whitehouse and Ron Wyden. 

2. Finding:  Military-style weapons are readily available for civilian purchase 
in the United States.  Many of these are imported from former Eastern bloc 
countries and then can be bought by straw purchasers and transported to 
Mexico.  In addition, some importers bring rifle parts into the United States 
and reassemble them into military-style firearms using a small number of 
domestically manufactured components.     

Recommendation:  The ATF should enhance enforcement of a provision in 
the 1968 Gun Control Act – 18 U.S.C. 925(d)(3) – that bans the import of 
firearms for “non-sporting purposes” by denying applications for the import 
of semi-automatic rifles that it finds are not suitable for sporting purposes.  
The import ban was enforced by Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill 
Clinton for this purpose and needs to be updated by the Obama 
Administration to keep up with new versions of firearms being imported into 
the U.S. 
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3. Finding:  The Assault Weapons Ban was in effect from 1994 until it expired 
in 2004.   
 

Recommendation:  Congress should renew the Assault Weapons Ban which 
would help to prevent traffickers from obtaining the most deadly weapons 
now arming Mexico’s drug trafficking organizations.   
 
A new Assault Weapons Ban should include prohibitions on sales to 
civilians of military-style weaponry, assault rifles, .50 caliber sniper rifles 
and armor-piercing ammunition.  It should also once again include a ban on 
high-capacity ammunition magazines. 
 

4. Finding:  There are an estimated 8,479 Federal Firearms Licensees in 
Texas, New Mexico, Arizona and California.  Currently, all Federal 
Firearms Licensees are required to report when they sell an unlicensed 
person two or more pistols or revolvers within five business days. The ATF 
recently proposed a one-year pilot project that would allow it to collect 
information on multiple sales of assault rifles.  Under the proposal, Federal 
Firearms Licensees in California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas would be 
required to report when they sell to an unlicensed person, within five 
business days, two or more long guns that are (1) semi-automatic; (2) of a 
caliber greater than .22; and (3) capable of accepting a detachable 
magazine.  

Recommendation:  Beyond the ATF’s pending proposal, Federal Firearms 
Licensees should be required to report to the ATF on multiple sales of all 

firearms defined under Chapter 18 of U.S.C. 921.  Additionally, Federal 
Firearms Licensees should be required to report multiple sales of two or 
more firearms within 30 days, instead of the current five business day 
period.  This recommendation would build on the ATF’s recent proposal and 
allow it to track all bulk firearm purchases.  Additional information on bulk 
purchases would help the ATF and local law enforcement identify and 
apprehend potential gun traffickers. 

5. Finding:  The Inter-American Convention Against the Illicit Manufacturing 
of and Trafficking of Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives and Other Related 
Materials (CIFTA) was signed by President Clinton in 1997 and sent to the 
Senate in 1998.  In April 2009, President Obama renewed calls for the 
Senate to ratify CIFTA. 

Recommendation:  The Senate should quickly ratify CIFTA. 
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6. Finding:  In September 2010, the U.S. and Mexico signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding to increase tracing of firearms seized in Mexico.  The 
Caucus commends Mexico’s efforts to increase firearms tracing with this 
new agreement.  According to the ATF, from January 1, 2010 to October 5, 
2010, 5,329 weapons seized in Mexico were traced using ATF’s firearms 
tracing system, known as eTrace.  During the same period, the Mexican 
Defense Ministry reported approximately 16,000 weapons recovered 
throughout Mexico.  Currently, only the Mexican Attorney General’s Office 
has access to eTrace. 
 
Recommendation:  Due to high volume, a backlog in tracing seized 
weapons, and the fact that not all weapons seized by state and municipal law 
enforcement and the military are traced, expanded eTrace access is needed 
for the Mexican federal police.   
 
The Mexican federal police force has thousands of analysts who could 
increase the number of firearms traced.  This would assist in identifying 
investigative leads, suspects, trends, patterns and trafficking routes.  The 
U.S. Departments of State and Justice should continue to encourage the 
Government of Mexico to grant this expanded access.  
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BACKGROUND 
 

Firearms are trafficked from the United States to Mexico and into the hands 
of the country’s drug trafficking organizations.  Congress has been virtually 
moribund while powerful Mexican drug trafficking organizations continue to gain 
unfettered access to military-style firearms coming from the United States. 

 
In a June 2009 report, the Government Accountability Office stated that 

around 87 percent of firearms seized by Mexican authorities and traced over the 
previous five years originated in the United States.   

 
In a June 9, 2011 response to an inquiry from Senator Feinstein, Bureau of 

Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) Acting Director Kenneth 
Melson stated that of the 29,284 firearms recovered in Mexico in 2009 and 2010 
and submitted to the ATF National Tracing Center, 20,504 were United States-
sourced.  A country of origin for the remaining firearms could not be determined 
by ATF.  A copy of this letter and the request letter from Senator Feinstein are 
attached in the report appendix.  ATF explains: 

 
“As of April 28, 2011, a total of 21,313 firearms recovered in Mexico in 
2009 were traced by ATF.  Of those, 10,945 were manufactured in the 
United States; 3,268 were imported into the United States; and 7,100 were of 
undetermined origin due to insufficient information provided. 
 
“In addition, as of April 28, 2011, a total of 7,971 firearms recovered in 
Mexico in 2010 were traced by ATF.  Of these firearms, 4,186 were 
manufactured in the United States; 2,105 were imported into the United 
States; and 1,680 were of undetermined origin due to insufficient 
information provided.”i 

 
In 2009, according to tracing data from the ATF, the most frequently 

recovered caliber of firearms in Mexico included .223 caliber, 7.62 mm, 9 mm, .22 
caliber and 5.7 mm.  Other than the .22 caliber, these firearms are the most 
commonly found assault rifle and assault pistol calibers in the United States. 

 
Firearms recovered in Mexico overwhelmingly come from the Southwest 

border.  The Government Accountability Office found that between Fiscal Year 
2004 and 2008, approximately 70 percent of firearms traced in Mexico to an 
original owner in the United States came from Texas (39 percent), California (20 
percent), and Arizona (10 percent).ii 
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Firearms coming from the United States have been used against U.S. law 

enforcement personnel serving in Mexico.  On February 15, 2011, Immigration 
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) Special Agents Jaime Zapata and Victor Avila 
were ambushed on a highway in San Luis Potosi, Mexico.  Agent Zapata was shot 
and killed by gunmen from the Zetas – a major Mexican drug trafficking 
organization – and Agent Avila was seriously wounded.  On March 1, 2011, the 
U.S. Attorney’s Office in the Northern District of Texas announced that they were 
able to trace one of the firearms used in the murder to Otilio Osorio from 
Lancaster, Texas, who was separately charged with possessing firearms with an 
obliterated serial number.iii 
 

Colby Goodman and Michael Marizco from the Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars explain that traditionally, Mexican drug 
trafficking organizations used firearms to establish and maintain control of drug 
trafficking routes and access points into the United States.  However, in recent 
years, “they more regularly use firearms in open combat with rival drug trafficking 
organizations, Mexican authorities and the public.”iv  They further explain that 
Mexican drug trafficking organizations are “demanding more sophisticated 
firearms and larger quantities of arms and ammunition.”v 

Sources: Government Accountability Office Report, Firearms Trafficking: U.S. Efforts to 
Combat Arms Trafficking to Mexico Face Planning and Coordination Challenges and Letter 
from ATF Acting Director Kenneth Melson to Senator Dianne Feinstein on June 9, 2011. 
(June 2009). Note: FY= Fiscal Year; CY= Calendar Year. 



 

8 
 

As an example of the type of arsenal being stockpiled by Mexican criminal 
groups, on April 30, 2011, Mexican federal police found numerous weapons 
behind the mirrors of a home gym in Ciudad Juárez including three anti-aircraft 
guns, dozens of grenades, a grenade launcher, AK-47s, several makes of machine 
guns and more than 26,000 ammunition cartridges.vi    
 

Officials on both sides of the U.S. – Mexico border agree that illegal 
firearms trafficking from the U.S. to Mexico is fueling drug-related violence.  In a 
March 2009 visit to Mexico, Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton said, “Our 
inability to prevent weapons from being illegally smuggled across the border to 
arm these criminals causes the deaths of police, of soldiers and civilians.”vii 

 
 In a May 2010 address to a Joint Meeting of the U.S. Congress, Mexican 
President Felipe Calderón called on the United States to stem firearms trafficking 
to Mexico saying that Mexico needs U.S. cooperation to “stop the flow of high-
powered weapons and other lethal weapons across the border.”viii 
 
 When the Mérida Initiative – a security partnership between the U.S. and 
Mexico that includes $1.5 billion in foreign assistance – was announced by 
Presidents George W. Bush and Felipe Calderón on October 22, 2007, a joint 
statement was released that included a commitment by the United States to 
“intensify its efforts to address all aspects of drug trafficking (including demand-
related portions) and continue to combat trafficking of weapons and bulk currency 
to Mexico.”ix  Much more needs to be done to fulfill the U.S. obligation to combat 
the trafficking of weapons to Mexico. 
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INITIATIVES TO CURB FIREARMS TRAFFICKING 
 
 Since the start of the Mérida Initiative, several actions have been taken to 
curb firearms trafficking from the U.S. to Mexico. These include the following 
initiatives: 
 

 Project Gunrunner is an ATF-led initiative in cooperation with federal, 
state and local law enforcement agencies and the Mexican government 
intended to “stem firearms trafficking to Mexico by organized criminal 
groups.”   
 
Since it began in 2006, Project Gunrunner has had notable success.  The 
ATF has seized in excess of 10,000 firearms and 1.1 million rounds of 
ammunition destined for the Southwest border.  It has also conducted 11,745 
firearms licensee compliance inspections.  As a result of Project Gunrunner 
investigations, 809 defendants are serving an average of 104 months in 
prison and an additional 260 are under court supervision.x 

 
The expansion of eTrace – an electronic firearms tracing system – is a 
critical component of Project Gunrunner in Mexico.  This includes the 
deployment of eTrace technology in U.S. consulates throughout Mexico.  A 
Spanish language version of eTrace was installed in Mexico in December 
2009, and ATF has engaged its Mexican counterparts in extensive training 
on the system.  Mexican officials are able to input information regarding 
recovered crime guns into the data system stored at ATF’s National Tracing 
Center.  Prior to 2009, ATF’s eTrace program was only available in English. 

 
A November 2010 report by the Office of the Inspector General at the 
Department of Justice noted that “through Project Gunrunner, the ATF has 
increased several of its program activities related to firearms trafficking, 
including the number of gun trace submissions, the number of investigations 
it initiated, the number of these investigations it subsequently referred for 
prosecution, and the number of defendants it referred for prosecution.”xi   
 
The Inspector General’s report also discussed challenges that Project 
Gunrunner has faced, including ATF’s lack of communication with other 
agencies and the lack of targeting of higher-level traffickers. 

 



 

10 
 

 A Memorandum of Understanding on eTrace was signed by the United 
States and Mexico in September 2010 to increase tracing of firearms seized 
in Mexico.   

 
This Memorandum of Understanding authorized the sharing of data under 
the eTrace system which is administered by the ATF.  This system helps to 
identify the sources of firearms purchases and is essential in curbing the 
firearms trafficking that fuels the ongoing violence in Mexico.  
Comprehensive tracing of firearms is necessary to provide investigative 
leads to both Mexican and U.S. law enforcement in order to identify and 
disrupt sources of firearms trafficked to Mexico.   
 
According to the ATF, from January 1, 2010 to October 5, 2010, 5,329 
weapons seized in Mexico were traced using eTrace.  During the same 
period, the Mexican Defense Ministry reported approximately 16,000 
weapons recovered throughout Mexico.  Currently, only the Mexican 
Attorney General’s Office has access to eTrace.   Expanded eTrace access is 
needed for the Mexican Federal Police.  

 
 A Letter of Intent on Arms Smuggling was signed in August 2009 by 

Secretary of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano and then-Mexican 
Attorney General Eduardo Medina Mora to develop a coordinated and 
intelligence-driven response to cross-border smuggling and trafficking of 
weapons and ammunition.xii
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STRENGTHENING U.S. LAWS AND REGULATIONS 
 
 While the aforementioned initiatives have been useful, it will be difficult to 
successfully combat firearms trafficking from the U.S. to Mexico without 
enhancing U.S. firearms laws and regulations. 
 

Gun Show Loophole 
 

 According to the ATF, 30 percent of guns involved in federal illegal gun 
trafficking investigations are connected in some way to gun shows.xiii   
 
 A June 2007 report by the Department of Justice’s Office of the Inspector 
General aptly describes gun shows which allow sales from two types of vendors – 
federal firearms licensees and unlicensed sellers. 
 

“A gun show is an exhibition or gathering where guns, gun parts, 
ammunition, gun accessories, and literature are displayed, bought, sold, 
traded and discussed…These shows provide a venue for the sale and 
exchange of firearms by federal firearms licensees who are licensed by the 
federal government through ATF to manufacture, import or deal in firearms.  
Such shows also are a venue for private sellers who buy and sell firearms for 
their personal collections or as a hobby.  In these situations, the sellers are 
not required to have a federal firearms license.  Although federal firearms 
laws apply to both federal firearms licensees and private sellers at gun 
shows, private sellers, unlike Federal Firearms Licensees, are under no legal 
obligation to ask purchasers whether they are legally eligible to buy guns or 
to verify purchasers’ legal status through background checks.”xiv 

 
 Federal firearms licensees are required to conduct background checks on 
every buyer in the National Instant Criminal Background Check System to prevent 
sales to felons, domestic violence misdemeanants or other federal categories of 
prohibited purchasers.  Federal firearm licensees are also required to maintain the 
paperwork that connects each gun sold to its buyer.  Unlicensed sellers, on the 
other hand, are not required to run background checks or keep records of their gun 
sales allowing for a so-called “gun show loophole.”  According to a 1999 report by 
the U.S. Departments of Justice and Treasury, “gun shows leave a major loophole 
in the regulation of firearms sales” because they “provide a large market where 
criminals can shop for firearms anonymously.”xv  Presidents Bill Clinton, George 
W. Bush, and Barack Obama have all called for the end of sales without instant 
background checks at gun shows. 
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 An undercover investigation conducted by the City of New York in October 
2009 shed light on illegal firearms purchases at gun shows.  Undercover 
investigators examined seven gun shows in three states: Ohio, Tennessee, and 
Nevada.  The investigators conducted “integrity tests” on 47 licensed and 
unlicensed sellers at gun shows by simulating illegal gun purchases.  The 
investigators found that: 19 of 30 (63 percent) unlicensed sellers approached by 
investigators sold to a purchaser who said he “probably couldn’t pass a background 
check.” Additionally, 16 of 17 (94 percent) licensed dealers approached by 
investigators sold to apparent straw purchasers (those buying a weapon to illegally 
transfer it to another person).  In total, 35 of 47 (74 percent) sellers approached by 
investigators appeared to have made an illegal sale.   
 
 In July 2008, staff from Senator Feinstein’s office visited the Nation’s Gun 
Show in Chantilly, Virginia.  The .50 caliber Browning Machine Gun – a military-
style machine gun that is accurate up to 1.5 miles and can fire armor piercing 
bullets – was sold at the gun show.  A vendor at the show offered to sell it to a 
member of Senator Feinstein’s staff. 
 

Congress must pass legislation to require background checks for all firearms 
purchases, including those at gun shows.xvi  On January 25, 2011, Senator Frank 
Lautenberg introduced the Gun Show Background Check Act of 2011 (S. 35) 
which would require background checks for firearms purchases at gun shows and 
similar events.  The bill does this by requiring that all firearms sales at these events 
go through Federal Firearms Licensees.  Currently, the Gun Show Background 
Check Act of 2011 has 12 co-sponsors: Senators Michael Bennett, Barbara Boxer, 
Richard Durbin, Dianne Feinstein, Kirsten Gillibrand, John Kerry, Carl Levin, 
Robert Menendez, Jack Reed, Charles Schumer, Sheldon Whitehouse and Ron 
Wyden. 
 
 Polls consistently show that the vast majority of Americans, including gun 
owners, support closing the gun show loophole.  For example, a December 2009 
poll conducted by Republican pollster Frank Luntz for the Mayors against Illegal 
Guns showed that 69 percent of National Rifle Association (NRA) members and 
85 percent of non-NRA gun owners support closing the gun show loophole.xvii 
 
Enforcing the Import Ban 
 

Military-style weapons, such as high-caliber and high-powered semi-
automatic assault rifles, are readily available for civilian purchase in the United 
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States.  Many of these are imported from former Eastern bloc countries and then 
can be bought by straw purchasers and transported to Mexico.   
 

Of the 87 percent of firearms traced from Mexico to the United States from 
2004 to 2008, about 68 percent of those firearms were manufactured in the United 
States, and about 19 percent were manufactured in third countries and imported 
into the United States before being trafficked into Mexico.  Many of these firearms 
are high-caliber and high-powered, such as AK-type semi-automatic rifles and AK-
type pistols that are becoming increasingly popular with traffickers.xviii   
 
 Under the Gun Control Act of 1968, the President has the authority to 
prohibit the importation of non-sporting firearms.  In 1989, in response to growing 
drug gang violence, the ATF under President George H.W. Bush denied 
applications to import a series of semi-automatic rifles that it found were designed 
and intended to be particularly suitable for combat rather than sporting 
applications.  Similarly, in 1997, President Bill Clinton used this authority and 
ordered the ATF to conduct an expedited review to determine whether modified 
semiautomatic assault-type rifles were properly importable under the statutory 
sporting purposes test.  In April 1998, the ATF determined that rifles with the 
ability to accept a detachable large capacity military magazine “are not generally 
recognized as particularly suitable for or readily adaptable to sporting purposes and 
are therefore not importable.”xix   
 

 Since the Clinton Administration’s efforts, the Gun Control Act of 1968’s 
prohibition against non-sporting firearms has not been aggressively enforced, and 
many military-style, non-sporting rifles have flowed into the United States civilian 
market.  Some of the rifles are cheap AK-type variants from former Eastern bloc 
countries, while others are more expensive, high-tech weapons.  All of them, 
however, share military-style characteristics that should make them ineligible for 
import.  Better enforcement of the import ban is necessary to curb the flow of these 
weapons to Mexico, many of which have become the weapons of choice for the 
country’s drug trafficking organizations.  Senator Feinstein sent a letter to 
President Obama on January 31, 2011 urging him to better enforce the import ban. 
A copy of this letter is included in the report’s appendix. 
 
Reinstating the Assault Weapons Ban 
 
 The Assault Weapons Banxx was in effect from 1994 until it expired in 2004.  
Through the Assault Weapons Ban, Congress banned the possession, transfer or 
further domestic manufacture of semi-automatic assault weapons and large 
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capacity ammunition feeding devices that hold more than 10 rounds that were not 
legally owned or available prior to the law’s enactment. 
 

Since the ban was allowed to expire in September 2004, it has been far too 
easy for criminals to obtain military-style assault weapons.  There is no doubt that 
these are among the weapons of choice for those seeking to do the most harm in 
the least amount of time.    

 The ban applied to certain specified firearms and copies or duplicates of 
these firearms that were able to use detachable magazines and included two or 
more of the following five characteristics: 
 

(1) A folding of telescoping stock; 
(2) A pistol grip; 
(3) A bayonet mount; 
(4) A muzzle flash suppressor or threaded barrel capable of accepting such a 

suppressor; or 
(5) A grenade launcher. 

 
In his address to the U.S. Congress, President Calderón called on the United 

States to consider reinstating the Assault Weapons Ban.  He stated, “…if you look 
closely, you may realize that violence in Mexico began to grow a couple of years 
before I took office in 2006.  This coincides, at least, with the repeal of the Assault 
Weapons Ban in 2004.”xxi  

 
Although the federal ban expired, several states including California have 

permanent state assault weapons bans.   
 
A new Assault Weapons Ban should include prohibitions on sales to 

civilians of military-style weaponry, assault rifles, .50 caliber sniper rifles and 
armor-piercing ammunition.  It should also once again include a ban on high-
capacity ammunition magazines.  Senator Feinstein has prepared legislation to do 
this which will be introduced at an appropriate time. 
 
Multiple Sales Reporting 
 

According to the ATF, there are an estimated 8,479 Federal Firearms 
Licensees in Texas, New Mexico, Arizona and California.  Currently, all Federal 
Firearms Licensees are required to report when they sell an unlicensed person two 
or more pistols or revolvers within five business days.  The ATF recently proposed 
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a one-year pilot project that would allow it to collect information on multiple sales 
of assault rifles.  Under this proposal, Federal Firearms Licensees in California, 
Arizona, New Mexico and Texas would be required to report to ATF when they 
sell to an unlicensed person, within five business days, two or more long guns that 
are (1) semi-automatic; (2) of a caliber greater than .22; and (3) capable of 
accepting a detachable magazine.  This proposal by ATF, which collected public 
comments until May 31, 2011, must quickly be implemented.  When it is 
implemented, it will provide valuable information on sales of certain firearms that 
have been identified by the ATF as being used in drug-related crimes in Mexico.  
On December 22, 2010, Senator Feinstein sent a letter to President Obama 
expressing her support for this proposal.  A copy of this letter is included in the 
report’s appendix. 

As an example of the possible impact of a strong multiple sales reporting 
requirement, Pablo Castaneda was sentenced to one-year in prison on August 3, 
2010 for purchasing 70 firearms from Federal Firearms Licensees, 50 of which 
were rifles that would meet the criteria of the ATF’s proposal.  The firearms were 
purchased on 14 separate occasions.  As of this date, 18 of the firearms have been 
recovered in Mexico from various crime scenes. 

Beyond the ATF’s pending proposal, Federal Firearms Licensees should be 
required to report multiple sales of all firearms defined under Chapter 18 of U.S.C. 
921.  In addition, Federal Firearms Licensees should be required to report multiple 
sales of two or more firearms within 30 days, instead of the current five business 
day period.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

16 
 

INTER-AMERICAN CONVENTION AGAINST THE ILLICIT 

MANUFACTURING OF AND TRAFFICKING OF FIREARMS, 

AMMUNITION, EXPLOSIVES AND OTHER RELATED 

MATERIALS (CIFTA) 
 

 The Inter-American Convention Against the Illicit Manufacturing of and 
Trafficking of Firearms, Ammunition, Explosives and Other Related Materials 
(CIFTA) was signed by President Bill Clinton in 1997 and sent to the Senate in 
1998.  In April 2009, President Obama renewed calls for the Senate to ratify 
CIFTA. 
 

 The United States is currently in compliance with CIFTA and ratification 
would not require any changes to U.S. law.  Senate ratification of CIFTA would 
encourage other countries in the Americas to ratify the Convention and make 
necessary changes in their own laws.  CIFTA requires countries to criminalize the 
illegal manufacture and import or export of weapons.  In addition, nations have to 
ensure that guns are marked with manufacturers’ names when they are produced or 
imported, as U.S. law has required since 1968.  The Convention also calls on 
countries to share information on trafficking routes. 
 

 Senate ratification of CIFTA could facilitate the extradition of arms 
traffickers who violate firearms and explosives statutes covered by the treaty from 
one signatory country to another, so that those criminals could face justice in the 
countries where they committed their crimes.  If CIFTA were ratified, for example, 
Mexican drug trafficking organizations and their associates who conspire to obtain 
firearms illegally in the United States and then smuggle those firearms into Mexico 
could be more expeditiously extradited from signatory countries to face trial in the 
United States. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Violence in Mexico has reached dangerous levels.  U.S. assistance has been 
crucial in supporting Mexico’s security forces and institutions as they combat the 
country’s drug trafficking organizations. 

 Unfortunately, Mexico’s security forces can only do so much.  It will be 
very difficult to successfully reduce drug-related violence in Mexico without 
starving the country’s drug trafficking organizations of their military-style 
weapons.   

To do this, the United States must strengthen current firearms laws and 
regulations.  This can be done through a small number of key actions by the 
Obama Administration and Congress.   

This should include: 

(1) Enactment of legislation to close the gun show loophole; 
(2) Better enforcement of the existing ban on imports of military-style 

weapons; 
(3) Reinstatement of the expired Assault Weapons Ban; 
(4) Reporting by Federal Firearms Licensees on all multiple firearms 

sales; and 
(5) Senate ratification of the Inter-American Convention Against the 

Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking of Firearms, Ammunition, 
Explosives and Other Related Materials (CIFTA). 
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